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Ongoing Inquiry Project: CCE Reflective Practitioner Group
by
Louisa Cruz
Dedication

DearC.:
Suddenly I know why you were in my dream this morning! When we first met in our classroom
last year, you were looked upon as a "dumb doll," (Weber, 1980) like Lillian (Weber). Like me, too,
when I was in school.
Now you are like a gazelle, moving gracefully, elegantly, smoothly. Confidently, you glide
along. You are full of self-awareness, and your gifts, kindness, reflectiveness, and analytical nature
shine right through each and every day. Your eyes are bright, fixed on knowledge-making, focused.
No longer do you wear that blank stare with confused, even dazed-looking eyes.
I feel that way too, now. Thank you, C. and Lillian. We're no-"dumb dolls"!
Rationale
For many years I have wondered why so many children who come from fully textured,
language-rich homes suddenly becomes so utterly and inexplicably silent when they begin their
school experience.
Spanish-speaking homes are bursting at the seams with language! All the time there's talk,
fast and furious . The women talk and sing incessantly while they cook, do the laundry, bathe and
feed the children; talk, talk, talk! ... To each other, to their friends, sisters, mothers, their children,
even to themselves! Talk, all the time there's talk!
My father used to say it never ended, the talk. He begged us to move "it" into the kitchen,
away from the ball game on the television set in the "living room." My husband jokes about it, too;
he asks, "What did you forget to tell them while you were talking all day at work?," when I'm called
to the telephone as soon as I've gotten home at night. "Who are the four guests in the kitchen
tonight?," he kids me when I'm talking to myself, like my mother used to , constantly, when there's
no one else to listen any more, late at night.
The children are always around it and it surrounds them. Through it, they learn social
etiquette, rules of conduct, ethics, all the necessary social and moral codes and conventional wisdom
of the day that get "passed down" from generation to generation. By "overhearing" the adult talk
that impregnates the walls of apartment buildings , along with the aroma of thick stews, bubbling,
boiling over, "stewing" for hours each night, these children begin and end their days wrapped in
language.
Why are the children from these very same homes suddenly struck hopelessly deaf and dumb
when they enter school? What is in the school culture, indeed in society, that strikes them down
and creates this silence that seems to dull their senses and thwart their natural capacity to express
their questions, their fears, their delight?
In Spanish-speaking homes, children are taught to sing and talk from the moment they are
born. Lullabies, poems, chants, prayers, and word games are a common part of a Latina mother's
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repertoire of talk with her infant. They engage in conversation with them, taking turns and
responding to their gurgles and coos, making inferences and statements about their possible state
of mind and comfort. They use labeling techniques to have the toddlers learn the names of people,
places, events, and objects in a "call and response mode." They have them repeat these labels and
applaud every approximation.
Children are taught the Spanish alphabet as early as two years of age. They are read to with
simple books and taught with the Spanish newspaper comics in order to prepare them for their
entry into the larger world that is school.
The children of recent arrivals to the U.S., who almost exclusively hear Spanish at home,
begin to acquire English as soon as they are old enough to interact with peers and play outside, in
the care of older siblings, neighbors, or relatives. Their understanding oflanguage and their ability
to use both Spanish and English is extraordinary by the time they enter school. The expectation
of their families is that, in school, they will hone their language skills and become completely fluent
speakers, readers, and writers of English.
The stark reality that we face in the U.S. today, even after all the research on the benefits
of multiculturalism and the development of bilingualism/cultural pluralism in other parts of the
world, is that the development oflanguages other than English is sorely neglected in the American
public school system. In New York State, where there are well over 100 languages spoken, only a
small number oflocations have programs that teach children in their home language, even though
there have been laws passed that mandate this educationally sound practice.
Even in many of these programs, children from homes where other than English is spoken
are only allowed to use their home language until they have learned enough English to struggle by
in school. In New York City, home to millions of Spanish-speaking families from Latin countries
all over the world, students whose primary language is Spanish are by far the most neglected and
maligned in its public school system. Though their numbers grow geometrically, year after year,
they face extreme educational neglect that causes them to be amongst the highest numbers of"at
risk" students for dropping out-67% in the late 1970s-1980s (Report of Student Drop-Out Rates,
1982). This, of course, eventually leads many of them to become unemployed or underemployed and
relegated to the margins of American society.
Introduction

,

The Muscota New School currently located at P.S. 5 is a small (1994-95: 180 students),
learner-centered public school program in the Inwood/Washington Heights section of upper
Manhattan and has one of the most ethnically diverse populations in all of New York City. The
students' families are predominantly Dominican, but a substantial effort has been made to recruit
families from the entire district (one of New York's largest and most overcrowded). Therefore, it
also has families that are African American, Puerto Rican, and Jewish, as well as the children of
more recent immigrants from countries such as Brazil, Nicaragua, Poland, Japan, Vietnam, Kenya,
Zimbabwe, Bosnia, Haiti, and France. Many children are biracial and/or bicultural, combining such
cultures as African American with EuroAmerican, African American with Nigerian, Polish with
Dominican, Brazilian with Dominican, French with American, and Puerto Rican with Dominican,
to name a few.
Their families also represent several different socioeconomic strata, as is the case whenever
you have such a large number of recently arrived immigrants.
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One of the principles on which the school was founded was the parents' desire to have the
school respect and reflect the diversity of the students' families and eventually incorporate dual
language learning into the design. Since the largest group of children in the school is Dominican,
many of whom were born in the Dominican Republic, the language chosen to be taught alongside
English was Spanish. That decision directly affected the hiring of staff as it was necessary to
consider their ethnicity and language abilities as well.
I welcomed the opportunity to become involved in developing a school such as this, mostly
because of this principle, as I wholeheartedly believe that schools cannot properly educate children
unless they both respect and reflect their family and culture. While the number of different cultures
and languages involved makes it difficult to do this equally for all groups, the philosophy of the
school has embedded in it a need to uphold the notion of acknowledging and celebrating cultural
diversity. This permeates every part of the life of the school from a weekly newsletter/noticiero and
"Town Meeting/Reunion del Pueblo" which are always translated and where songs in many
languages are taught to everyday work with children in classrooms, and extends to parent/staff
collaboration at meetings and school/community social gatherings.
The Development of Bilingualism
I am the teacher in a 5- and 6-year olds' classroom where there are multiple ethnicities and
languages, sometimes in one family. When I look at each child, I see a child, girl or boy, somewhere
between 5 and 7 years old. I see them as users of language(s), emergent readers and writers; as
explorers, builders, scientists, bakers , members of their family, ice skaters, mathematicians,
friends ; I see them as co-workers , members of the same team, my team. I also see their separate
and distinct personalities.
Most prevalent in my mind, however, is that part of their identity that is language-driven.
As their teacher, I find myself most often looking at them as language-learners, makers of meaning.
When I see each child and interact with them in any way, I come to the exchange with a broad
range of information about them that I extract from many different sources and experiences
amassed over 1 to 2 years of our communal experience: information about preferences and fears,
family history and friendships , strengths and interests.
Because ofmy particular identity, I add an element to the classroom in my role of teacher:
thatofa bilingual person; someone who can speak, read, write, and understand, in varying degrees,
another language and a person of color. This causes me to behave in particular ways; see certain
dimensions in children, especially those who are from similar circumstances to my own, but not
exclusively. Most of all, it causes me to continually reflect about the issue of bilingualism and its
effects upon me and the children in the English-dominant, AngloAmerican society we've chosen to
become a part of.
I find that I am constantly engaged in trying to make sense of this dynamic: the dual
language/cultural life of the children and adults I work with and the reflection of their cultural
values on our collective experience.
As for my own personal experience, I became aware ofliving in two worlds at once from the
day I first left my block, my own familiar surroundings, to attend elementary school five city blocks
away. While that hardly seems like much ofa distance now, at age five , it was like entering another
world, a very foreign world.
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Fortunately, I was able to understand the words surrounding me in that foreign place so I
wasn't totally excluded, though I remember that I felt very alien there. I'm reminded of a passage
from Esmeralda Santiago's ( 1993) book, When I was Puerto Rican, "The city is different ... there are
many mischievous people so you have to be careful where you go and who you talk to. There were
so many things to see .. . I learned to walk ... eyes humbly cast down with no sense of what lay 10
feet in front of me, but with an exquisite awareness of what was on either side" (p. 130).
That sense ofliterally living simultaneously in two worlds has never left me to this day.
I often wonder, is it that different a reality than the one which my students live? In our small
classroom, I picture kids feeling at ease and welcome; their home life and differences are celebrated.
Yet, do they feel welcomed when they enter? How? What makes it that way; what particular things?
What is it about my presence, the hundreds of books, the animals, games, and puzzles that makes
it so? Does it really work? for whom? why? when? When does it not work?
In order to value the incredible diversity oflanguages and cultures, we've embarked upon a
long journey into uncertain territory; we've attempted to make our classroom life be bilingual in an
effort to live the philosophy we preach, the acceptance of multiple literacies and perspectives.
What's today? Hoy, es Martes o Jueves, Dia de Espanol
(Today is Tuesday or Thursday; Spanish Day)
I often say, "I'm bilingual, I'm not confused in two languages." It is my retort whenever
someone implies that I must've misunderstood, misinterpreted, or just plain missed the message.
Often, it is assumed that children who are Spanish speakers are less able, less interested and less
interesting when they begin school in "English-only" classrooms because the adults can't communicate with them. Parents who quickly size up the situation seek to discourage this attitude by
insisting that their child(ren) be placed in "English-only" classrooms because, they say, "they can
teach them Spanish at home." What they're really saying is that they don't want the children to
become stigmatized and be segregated from the rest of the children in their school just because they
speak another language. Furthermore, they want to permanently eliminate this possibility by
having them learn English as soon as possible. It assumes that the language and cultural
differences are what are operating in those instances.
AtMuscota,inroom 419, all the adults and allofthe5 to 7 year olds engage in their regularly
scheduled activities, but on Tuesdays and Thursdays they communicate in Spanish all day long.
The decision to implement a pilot two-way bilingual program was made by myself and Marilyn
Hernandez, the class paraprofessional, after many months of long and complex staff discussions
about this issue.
The opportunity to engage in this experiment, to design our own program and decide how it
would actually work, was extremely attractive to me, when I first heard that the community of this
new school would make a commitment to this principle. Here was a chance to learn about a
phenomenon that I'd lived and pondered my whole life.
In the past four months, theworkof"figuringitallout"has been extraordinary. The decision
to make it happen on alternate days was simply a matter oflogistics and equity. It seemed equitable
to have it happen every other day rather than the first or last day of the week so that we could plan
and prepare emotionally. It seemed necessary to commit to "do it all the way;" to speak to everyone
in Spanish all day.
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We chose to employ a two-way bilingual program model (sometimes called "developmental")
which combines the idea of maintenance (of the non-English language for native speakers) and
enrichment that serves both monolingual English speaking and other than English speaking
students. The goal is to make all students in the program bilingual and biliterate. It has an
"additive outcome" rather than a "subtractive outcome" in that another language is added to the
person's repertoire rather than replacing the home language with another. In the case of
monolingual speakers, they obtain, or add an additional language to their repertoire.

In my experience as a bilingual person, I've always found that I use the language most
prevalent/valued in the environment. However, emergent bilinguals need to know that their
dominant/home language will be available and equal in value in order for them to continue using
it. If an important person in a child's life who was bilingual chose not to speak in the child's home
language with them or their bilingual friends then, as the child became fluent in English, the child
eventually abandoned the use of the first language even at home. One pre-kindergarten child I
taught even began to exclude her mother from conversations with her emergent bilingual father
and teased her mom because staying at home with her baby sister meant that she did not have the
opportunity to go out into the world and learn this new language as they had.
In my current group, one of the immediate responses we got to our pilot program was that
a child raised by her paternal grandmother in the Dominican Republic then transferred to New
York to live with her parents at age 5 suddenly began to speak up loudly and intelligibly after 4
months of almost complete and utter silence. Even though Marilyn and I had spent the previous
4 months translating and speaking in Spanish, she chose to speak up regularly and relate to other
children (and not exclusively Spanish speakers) only after we'd been having Spanish Days for 2-3
weeks. Her mother commented to me, at around this time, how she now loved to come to school every
day since we spoke Spanish all day.
An African American boy in the class, who'd been with us for the previous year, was very
reluctant and expressed dismay at this new development. After just a few weeks, he began to be
the one to help other non-native Spanish-speaking children understand the teachers by translating
for us with amazing accuracy. A girl that had only been in our group this year began to insert one
or two words in Spanish in her sentences whenever she remember to, sometimes not on Tuesday
or Thursday! Bilinguals call the practice of inserting words from another language in their
sentences "codeswitching," and it's done only when they know the listener understands both the
languages they are using. Yet another child, an American-born daughter of Puerto Rican and
Dominican parents, is now speaking Spanish regularly and more and more confidently, something
she never did before.
As we've documented the children's language/literacy development throughout the year,
using the Primary Language Record, we saw the need to add a sheet called Observations of
Development in Spanish to the file for the children as the Spanish words crept their way into the
daily life of our classroom. The language slowly began to make its way outside of our walls as well.
We found that the only way to remember to use Spanish was to speak it all day long to anyone and
everyone that we encountered. Often, we forget and revert back to English and the staff reminds
us it's Spanish Day, especially the staff members who are emergent Spanish speakers themselves.

Process and Procedures: Routines as a Structure
The actual implementation of the two-way pilot bilingual program was begun in January
1995, the second semester. This seemed to make sense because by then, all the children were
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familiar with the classroom community. They had formed friendships, were very comfortable with
the adults in the room and had a deep knowledge of the routines and materials available to them
for daily exploration. This last element was crucial because the second language learning for the
English-only speakers would need to be supported by the familiarity with their surroundings.
The first step for us was to create the materials, where they didn't exist already, that would
facilitate our communication with the children if they could not understand our words; we knew
that we could no longer translate for kids if we wanted them to begin to try to understand and
remember words in a new language. Where would that motivation come from if they knew we would
tell them in English immediately afterwards what we were saying in Spanish?We knew it wouldn't.

It was also clear that it was important to give the new language (Spanish) equal value to the
first (English), or it would be perceived as less important and thus be ignored. We wanted to avoid
sending a message to the native Spanish speakers that their language was not really important in
and of itself, but merely as a tool of remediation to allow us to communicate with them until they
had full command of English. If their home language were used only for translation, that would
have the effect of segregating them in their own classroom. This last element is very important;
we are firm in our belief that the home language should not be looked upon as an add-on or a tool
ofremediation. It is essential that the language be celebrated, valued, and utilized with the same
amount of respect and consideration as the children and families themselves.

In her article "On Being Literate,"Margaret Meek (1991) states
Bilingual children, those who speak more than one language, challenge us to acknowledge
the linguistic resources they bring to learning, to be literate in English ... Some children now
in school are the responsible literates for the older members of their families. They take the
initiatives, not only in shopping but also in the necessary encounters with officials. They
interpret the culture of the school for their parents. They learn early to take control of their
literacy for purposes which affect their community as well as themselves. (p. 59)
Bilingual teachers know this from personal experience.
To begin the two-way language development process, we created word cards and labels for
the charts used daily for morning meetings that were in Spanish on one side and English on the
other so that we could just flip them qver, as needed, to use the Spanish side on Tuesdays and
Thursdays and English the rest of the week. At this point in the year, the children no longer needed
to rely on the cards' drawings for figuring out what activity we were pointing to on the schedule
chart. Most kids were ready to accept the challenge of"reading" the activity card using its position
in the sequence of events, or they could decode the word either as a sight word or using initial and
final consonants, or they could remember it, using the abstract design in the center of the card as
a reminder. The design substituted for the picture which, in the first semester, told them what each
actual activity would be.
We used the "Class News" chart in Spanish and used the same color code for the words. This
practice was intended to support the children in figuring outl"transferring" the idea from one chart
(in English) to the other (in Spanish). This routine of reading and discussing the charts in English
and Spanish was one of the first crucial steps in communicating with the children bilingually and
in supporting them in learning their first words in Spanish. The effect of this on the native Spanish
speakers was dependent upon their Spanish fluency. At first, V., the one girl in the class who still
spoke little English, was still reluctant to speak up. For a while after we started "Spanish days,"
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she remained silent when asked what her choice for workplay time was and pointed to the cards
instead of articulating her responses in Spanish to the teachers. Children who were familiar with
Spanish because they hear it at home still responded in English when they were spoken to in
Spanish on Tuesdays and Thursdays. English-speaking children attempted, in varying degrees,
to repeat back, guess, or remember the Spanish names for activities, names of the days, or numbers
when in the course of a Spanish Day morning meeting.
The first day was full of children helping other children understand what the adults were
trying to communicate to them. Marilyn started out by having a meeting in English wherein she
explained the purpose of this venture, the tentative rules ("We adults would speak only in Spanish
but children could choose; if there was anything that couldn't be understood that was of vital
importance, we would, of course, explain it in English"). She also explained to them that, since she
and I were fluent speakers of both languages, we would occasionally slip back into English, but that
it was their job to help us by reminding us to return to speaking in Spanish.
At the end of that first day, one of the English-only speakers begged me, upon asking me a
question, to respond in English. I responded with my gestures and a pleading expression on my face
that said, "I can't, it's the rule." He sighed in frustration, scratched his head for a moment and
suddenly a bright smile came across his face. He then came up with his own solution to the problem.
"I know ... " he said to me, "I'll ask you a question and if the answer is yes, you say 'si'!"
Since then, so many children have allowed themselves to embrace their second language, the
language of the surrounding community and their classmates. Many have learned to use key words
in sentences : T., "Louisa, I want to play in the' agua' ";"No esta aqui" (is not here) they respond, when
the teacher calls out the name of a child who is absent that day; "El dia esta nublado" (It's a cloudy
day) they respond to a question about why we will have recess indoors on a particular day. Some
children are becoming quite good at translating whole phrases for others when the teachers say
these in Spanish: A., "I know, you just said, after we finish at workplay time, we need to clean up
and then it's gonna be lunch time."
The native Spanish speakers in the class are also beginning to respond in Spanish on
Tuesdays, Thursdays, and even other days when the teachers "codeswitch" (change from one
language to the other in mid-sentence). The environment is now beginning to feel as though two
languages are constantly present and available to the members of its community. The child who
only spoke Spanish at the beginning of the year is still very soft-spoken, but she responds verbally
more often than not and her use of English has increased enormously. Her newfound selfconfidence has also made an enormous difference in her interactions with others in the classroom,
adults and children alike. She now gets chosen and chooses children as partners to play with and
for line-up. She engages in all the classroom activities throughout the day and is visible and audible,
one of the group and fully attentive during meetings and other group gatherings in her community.
Conclusion
It is clear to those of us engaging in this pilot program and the supporters looking on that
the benefits of this type of program are many and far outweigh the extra work involved in
implementing it. The added sense of community it has provided has been like balm to our spirit.
It is a fascinating enterprise and seems a most important one for a community such as ours, where
the Spanish-speaking community is so great in numbers. The added benefits are the availability
ofraw data and experiences to document the actual development, the language acquisition process
of children in two languages. However, many questions have arisen from parents (and still remain)
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about how the program is helping individual students of varying language abilities, whether there
will be long-term effects on the children and if these will be positive in the sense that they will
benefit from this experience socially and intellectually in a lasting way. Many questions about the
effects oflearning English for the dominant Spanish speakers and vice versa, as well as about the
literacy of all the children involved, are still to be posed and studied.
It is a long-term project that has only just begun to provide opportunities to gain insight into
this complex dynamic and its repercussions.
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